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The Trinity Gild of Coventry
and the Royal Affinity, 1392-1413 1

Douglas Biggs
Waldorf College

erhaps the principal difficulty that all late-medieval monarchs
faced centered on the process by which royal wishes and needs
were transformed into governmental reality in local communities throughout the kingdom. This process, long ignored by historians,
has in the past forty years received increasing attention. Most of this
attention, following K. B. McFarlane's "Bastard Feudal" construct,
has focused on personal relationships between the king or a magnate
and local gentry.
Although retaining and indenture were an integral part of the latemedieval English social milieu, royal retainers were not the only tool
monarchs employed to translate their will into governmental reality.
If, as Chris Given-Wilson suggests, only one in every ten gentrymen
in any given county were royal retainers,2 then only one narrow faction of the political community of the realm was bound by contract
to the king. Most kings realized that too great a reliance on this one

P

1The

author wishes to thank Caroline Barron, Barbara H anawalt, Katharine
Ryerson, and the editorial staff at the j ournal rf the Rocky Mountain Medieval and
Renaissance Association for their encouragement and comments on earlier drafts of
this paper.
2
Given-Wilson, "Gentry," roo.
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narrow faction could be dangerous, and monarchs needed to find
other ways of forming less binding, but by no means less important,
links with trustworthy nonretained members of the political community. One long-overlooked venue through which kings came into
contact with these trustworthy members of the local community was
through royal membership in important local confraternities, or parish
gilds. 3
By the turn of the fourteenth century these parish gilds were
already institutions of no little importance within the urban, as well
as the rural, community. 4 They served as a nexus between the
urban and county communities, and as parish gilds searched for influential friends and contacts outside their own counties, it was only natural that such a congregation of influential men and women would
attract royal attention and eventually royal membership. 5 Such royal
membership was often more than merely formal or religious. Through
gild membership all members entered into a personal fraternal relationship with both present and past members of the gild, which the
king, through skillful application of his good lordship, could turn not
only to his own advantage but to the advantage of the gild brothers
as well.
A good example of this reciprocal arrangement blending local
urban and gentry interests with those of the monarch may be demonstrated through a case study of the Trinity Gild of Coventry between
1392 and 1413. By 1392 the Trinity Gild had incorporated the lesser
parish gilds of Coventry and emerged as the governing political institution within Coventry, the principal city in Warwickshire. Its register is the only surviving example of a register that records members
from the Trinity Gild's founding in 1364 to the end of the fifteenth

3
Much work on these parish gilds has centered around the religious aspects of
the confraternity (see Zemon-Davis, 97-186; Hanawalt and McRee, 164; McRee,
195-225; see also Bakhtin; Ladurie).
4
Horrox, 156.
5 Ibid.; Pythian-Adams, 140.
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century. 6 The period from 1392 to 1413 illustrates how two very
different monarchs utilized the Trinity Gild to aid them in governing
the county.
When the Beauchamp earl of Warwick was an active adult
involved in county politics, the king could, and usually did, make
use of him to help govern Warwickshire. However, the aged and ill
Earl Thomas suffered forfeiture and imprisonment following the second appeal of treason in 1397, which left the Beauchamp affinity
unstable. Although the earl was restored to his estates following
Richard's deposition in 1399, his age and physical condition prevented him from undertaking a prominent political role, and his death
in 1401 left the earldom in the hands of a minor. The new earl,
Richard, did not reach majority until 1403 and spent the next three
years helping Prince Henry suppress rebels in Wales before turning
his attention to his own affairs in 1406. To be sure, the core of the
Beauchamp affinity remained intact from 1397 to 1406, but infirm,
young, or absent peers did not attract the attention or court the influence of unretained members of the county community, who turned
their ambitions elsewhere.
In addition, the years from 1392 to 1413 were peaceful ones for
Warwick, generally free from pressures of national defense or civil war.

6

(Register ofthe Gild, ed. Harris). Though the Trinity Gild R egister fails to record
the dates when its various members joined, several factors suggest an individual's
membership in the Gild preceded his importance in both the urban and county political community. First, for members of the urban elite, membership in the Gild was a
necessity. Though the £5 cost of admission to the Gild stood as a barrier to some
until late in life, "it is highly probable that the sons of the city's elite, whose subscriptions to the junior fraternity were paid by their fathers even before they set up shop,
advanced more rapidly to membership of the senior Gild than was usually the case"
(Pythian-Adams, 122). Second, for those Gild members of the county community,
weight of numbers, royal Lancastrian patronage and Henry's frequent visits to
Coventry, in addition to the gentry's natural connections to civic elites, strongly suggest that the advantages membership in the Trinity Gild offered attracted county
gentry long before their prime concern for membership reached counting the number
of masses for the good of their souls.
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As such, these years represent a period of relative governmental normality. And finally, the influential position of the Trinity Gild is striking
because neither Richard II nor Henry IV possessed estates of significance within Warwick, nor did either keep large numbers of their own
retainers or possess preexisting contacts within Warwickshire to help
them in governing the county. Coventry's Trinity Gild allowed them,
especially between 1397 and 1406, to form a number of new relationships
within the county community.
Exactly how the king made use of the Trinity Gild in helping him
to govern the county may be illustrated by examining the membership
of various types of royal commissions sent to the county from 1392 to
1413. The first category of commissions to consider are the commissions of array. These consisted of men directly appointed by the king
and Council to travel throughout the county and assemble all resident, able-bodied men. 7 The commissioners were to see that their
charges were suitably armed and then lead them to various parts of the
kingdom for military operations. The men whom the king appointed
to these commissions were generally trustworthy, though opportunities
existed for these commissioners to extort various sums from potential
soldiers who wished to be excused from the uncertainties of campaign. 8 The members of these commissions received for their services
a rate of pay that varied in accordance to the time spent and number
of men raised.
The second and most numerous category encompasses a wide
variety of commissions including those for inquiry, murder, treasons,
wastages, and destructions of property. For the purposes of this study
these commissions will be categorized as "general commissions." Like
the commissions of array, almost all these general commissions were

7

For a discussion of commissions of array and how they were appointed, see
Tout, 3)2.
8 Perhaps the best-known and most humorous example of how a commissioner
of array could use his position for personal gain is Falstaff's commission in Shakespeare's Henry IV, act III, scene ii.
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appointed by the king. Although on occasion the king ordered these
commissions of his own accord, the majority were formed in response
to a supplication from an injured party. 9 The men who served on
these general commissions, like the commissioners of array, received
a varying amount of payment, but they also received other benefitsnot the least of which was association with the king. With these general commissions also came the possibility of graft on the part of the
commissioner and bribery on the part of the investigated party or parties. Such "opportunities" ultimately brought to many of these commissioners additional ways to exert their influence and increase their
standing among their peers in the county community. 10
The third category of commissions are royal commissions to borrow money. Despite increasing royal control over justice, and everwidening tax duties on imported and exported goods, 11 monarchs
found themselves in dire need of money. Although grants from Parliament were often channeled into royal coffers, both Richard II and
Henry IV found the need to establish commissions to seek loans from
individuals in times of need. 12 The men appointed to these commissions were both prominent local men and trustworthy individuals.
The king counted on their strong connections in the county to ensure
the success of the royal request for money.
Each of these three artificially divided categories of royal commissions was appointed on an ad hoc basis, and the commissioners'

9 For

a discussion of these various forms of commissions, see Tout, 4:312-13.
Rosemary Horrox demonstrates, when a commission held sessions in
a town, the commissioners were wined and dined at civic expense; in some cases nearby
towns and concerned individuals sent gifts to the members in the hope of gaining the
commissioners' favor (Horrox, 148).
11
For a discussion of how late-medieval English and French kings harnessed justice to increase their revenues, see Kauper. In addition, W. M. Ormrod suggests that
Richard II worked diligently in the last decade of his reign to increase the tax duties
on various goods to raise royal revenues.
12 For the various ways the Lancastrian kings raised money, see McFarlane,
"Loans," 51-68.
10 As
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duties were generally completed in a short period of time. These
commissions, which were formed to address extraordinary situations,
fell in good measure to those whom the king believed important and
trustworthy enough to carry out the royal will in Warwick. As such,
these commissions differ from royal appointments to existing offices,
such as justice of the peace, escheator, and sheriff, on which family
influence and other factors could and did impinge. Just how importantly the Trinity Gild figured in this process between 1392 and 1413 is
suggested by the table below:

Table 1
Percentage of Commissions to Gild Members
by Reign and Category of Commission
(Total Cases in Parentheses)

Array
Richard II

14%

Henry IV

72% (29)

(7)

General

35% (52)
45% (92)

Borrow Money
1% (60)

88% (8)

Significance:
Richard II/Henry IV
Difference<.05n.s. p<.01
Source: Calendar ofPatent Rolls, Richard II, IJ92-I396, I396-I399.
Calendar ofPatent Rolls, Henry IV, IJ99-I40I, I40I-I405, I405-I408, I408-I4IJ.

As Table 1 suggests, during this period Richard II sent to Warwick
only one commission of array, which contained seven men, only one
of whom was a Trinity Gild member. Richard's scant need to issue
commissions of array to Warwick (indeed, between 1392 and 1399 he
ordered few commissions of array for most of the counties south
of the Trent) does not offer enough evidence from which to draw
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any substantive conclusions about the composition of commissions
of array.
Although Richard did not require the services of members of
the Warwick political community for the defense of the realm, extraordinary occurrences in the county led the king to constitute a number of general commissions for Warwick and order a number of
Warwickshire gentry to serve. Between 1392 and 1395 the king sent
to Warwick six general commissions, which contained a total of seventeen positions. Twelve of these seventeen positions, or 71 percent,
were held by members of the Trinity Gild. The twelve positions were
filled by eight men, four of whom served twice. Two of the four men
who served twice were John Drax (a king's serjeant-at-arms) and John
Norwood (the mayor of Coventry). Though these two men were Gild
members, their appointment likely rested in the fact that they held
office. King's serjeants-at-arms were often called for service in their
own counties, where they possessed connections within the county
political structure, and mayors were commonly appointed to commissions that involved any dealings with their towns.
The remaining pair of men who served on two of these commissions were John Catesby (a Warwick and Northamptonshire esquire) 13

13

The Catesbys were a family mainly in Northamptonshire, where they held the
manors of Ashby, Walton, and Watford. In the time of Edward III, they began to
acquire lands in Warwickshire and by 1413 acquired the manors of Rodburne,
Lodbroke, and Shukborough in that county. John Catesby had fostered connections
with the Beauchamp earls of Warwick fairly early in his adult life and served as the
steward of Earl Thomas's lands in Northamptonshire. It is probable that his connections with Warwick influenced the king to place him on these commissions, although
he was a very important county gentleman in his own right. (For the manors mentioned above, see Dugdale, 2:788.) John Catesby held one-half part of the manor of
Kidderminster, in Worcester, from John Beauchamp of Holt (C.I.P.M., 109). He also
held with the prioress of Wroxhall two parts and one-third fee of the manor of
Shuckburough to the value of £ro yearly; one-tenth fee of the manor of Robourne to
the value of 20s yearly; and one fee and one-quarter fee with the master of the hospital of St. John Oxford to the value of £15 yearly, all from Thomas Beauchamp, earl of
Warwick (C.I.P.M., 172; see also Carpenter, rr7).
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and Thomas Purfray (a Warwick and Leicestershire esquire) .14 Neither
of these men were members of Richard II's retinue, nor did they serve
the crown in any other capacity between 1392 and 1395 . Catesby
served the earl of Warwick as a paid officer, and Purfray served
Earl Thomas as a councillor from at least 1396. 15 Most likely Purfray's
and Catesby's appointments to these general commissions stem from
their positions in the earl of Warwick's retinue, in addition to their
own standing in county political society.
From 1392, when Richard confirmed the Trinity Gild's status within
the city of Coventry, until 1395, a sizable number of Gild members
received appointments to general commissions bound for Warwick. In
this period Richard II spread his good lordship widely and played to
the interests of various important local families by acknowledging their
positions within the county community through appointment to these
comm1ss10ns.
From 1395 to 1399 the character of royal commissions to Warwick
changed. As Table 2 illustrates, there was a significant drop in the
number of Gild members appointed to serve on royal commissions.
The size of all three categories of commissions also diminished,

14

The Prufray family had connections outside Warwick in Leicestershire. Their
holdings in Warwickshire were meager and consisted of the manor of Shireford,
which they acquired by the marriage of Philip Purfray (temp. Edward III) to
Margaret Shireford, whose father, Johen Shireford, died without male issue.
Nonetheless Thomas Purfray was an important person in the county from the early
part of Richard II's reign onward. He studied law and in 1385 received a grant of 20s
from Sir John Warren, a wealthy Warwickshire knight, "for good council." He was
justice of the peace for Warwickshire from 1390 to 1420 and received at some point
during this time a grant of the Leicestershire manors of Fenny Drayton and Wellensburgh from Sir John Wellensburgh. Though it is difficult to know exactly why
Purfray was appointed to these commissions, it seems likely that it was because of his
service as a justice of the peace for Warwickshire and his prominent position in the
county. Thomas Purfray was the second son of Philip. His elder brother also served
on numerous royal commissions throughout the reign of Henry IV and was justice of
the peace in Warwick from 1382 to 1397 (Dugdale, 1:54; Carpenter, 306, 338, 664, 673,
688).
15
Carpenter. For Catesby, see 683; for Purfray, see 688.
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Table 2
Percentage of Gild Members Appointed to General Commissions by Period

Gild
members

NonGild

Number of Gild
members who served

Richard II
a) 1392-1395
b) r395-r399

71%
26%

29%
74%

35

Henry IV
c) 1399- 1406
d) 1406- 1413

54%
47°/4

46%
53%

58
26

Significance:
alb difference p< .08

b/c difference p<.or

17

c/d difference n.s.

Source: Calendar ofPatent Rolls, Richard II, IJ92-I396, IJ96-I399.
Calendar ofPatent Rolls, Henry IV, IJ99-I40I, I40I-I405, I405-I408, I408-I4I3.

and the names of important local men, such as John Catesby and
Thomas Purfray, became scarce within the ranks of those appointed.
Richard replaced these prominent local men with members of his own
retinue who, in a number of cases, possessed no prior connections or
interests within the county. This disregard for the talents and ambitions of local gentry to aid in royal governance was not confined to
Warwickshire. Rather, Richard's increasing reliance on his own narrow faction was part of a growing, kingdom-wide exclusion of local
men in favor of royalist followers .16 The most prominent Ricardian

16 Richard's

increasing reliance on members of his retinue to perform county
office is argued in numerous places. Several of the best summations of Richard's
exclusion of local men in favor of his men with proven Ricardian loyalties are Tuck,
197- 99, and Virgoe, 240-41. Both Anthony Steel, who studied collectors of customs
in Newcastle, and Olive Coleman, who studied collectors of customs in London, note
that from 1392 Richard replaced local burgesses serving as customers with king's clerks
or royal servants (see Steel, 413, and Coleman, 193).
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who became a nearly ubiquitous appointee to Warwickshire commissions in the later years of Richard II's reign was Sir William Bagot.
From rather humble beginnings in the 1370s, by the late 1380s Bagot
rose to be the steward of the household of Henry, earl of Derby. 17 The
ambitious Bagot, however, moved from Derby's household to Richard's
service. By 1396 he could be counted among the closest and most
trusted advisers of the king. 18
Though Richard II reduced the size of his commissions in the last
four years of his reign, he increased the number of Warwick general
commissions to seven. Of a total of thirty-five appointments, only
nine, or 26 percent, went to Trinity Gild members; none of the nine
Gild members served more than once.
The reduction in the number of Gild members appointed to
these commissions seems to be the result of several factors. The first
of these is the strained relations between the city of Coventry and
the crown over Sir William Bagot's stewardship of the royal manor of
Cheylesmore. Roughly half of the city of Coventry lay within the
boundary of this royal manor, and in 1345 the expanding town of
Coventry simply incorporated the portion of the manor that lay within
the city. This novel form of urban "self-help" did not settle the issue,
and the exact boundaries of the manor and royal rights within them
remained a constant bone of contention between the crown, or its

17

Walker. For Bagot's service to Gaunt, see 34n; for his stewardship in Henry's
household, see 95. Though no detailed study of Bagot or his career exists, considering
the immense unpopularity of his compatriots Sir John Bushy and Sir Henry Grene, it
is somewhat surprising Bagot did not find himself paying an executioner to perform
his task with swiftness and skill. Perhaps the rer.son Henry allowed Bagot to live his
remaining years quietly on his Warwickshire estates stemmed from his service to and
friendship with Henry.
18
Bagot headed all of the important commissions in Warwickshire in the last
half of Richard's reign, as well as sitting as a justice of the peace and as a member of
Parliament in 1393, 1394, 1395, 1396, 1397, and 1398. He was paid £13 12s for 32 days in
the Parliament of 1393 (C.C.R., r392-96, n5), £18 45s for 45 days' service in 1394 (227),
£10 8s for 26 days in 1395 (418), £n 4ss for 28 days in 1397 (135), £10 6s for 27 days' service in 1398 (234; see also Carpenter, 300, 337, 362-63).
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steward, and the city. 19 By 1396 tensions between Coventry and Bagot
became so strained that Richard appointed a commission in an
attempt to settle the issue. 20 Richard's support of his steward against
the city's government is suggested by the fact that the king did not
appoint a single Gild member to this five-member commission. In
fact, three of the five members were important Ricardian knights,
Sir John Lovell, Sir Thomas Percy, and Sir Richard Abbrebury. 21
These three commissioners were, no doubt, inclined to find in favor
of Bagot; thus tensions between the crown, the king's steward, and the
city of Coventry remained high throughout the remainder of Richard's
reign.
The second factor that influenced commission appointments was
the confiscation of the Beauchamp earldom of Warwick following the second appeal of treason in 1397. Following the judgment
rendered against Earl Thomas in Parliament, Richard rapidly proceeded to grant away the massive Beauchamp estates, within Warwick
and without, to his close friends and supporters. This attempted
destruction of the ancient Beauchamp earldom not only broke up the
Beauchamp affinity, but it brought Thomas Holand, duke of Surrey, 22
and his affinity into Warwick and thus changed the whole political
landscape within the county. Political changes of this magnitude
needed the time to take hold in the local communities: new friendships and loyalties had to be forged and old ones forgotten. But, as

19 The

debate concerning the "Earl's half" and the "Prior's half" of Coventry has
received much attention. The traditional view of a town in two "halves" prior to incorporation in 1345 can best be seen in Mary Dormer Harris's work. The more recent
view holds that there was no real division and that the town grew as one urban unit.
For a good discussion of the new interpretation, see Gooder, r-39; Rolands, 72-73.
20

C.P.R., r39 2 -r396, 731.
"Household," 282-86.
22 Thomas, earl of Kent and later duke of Surrey, was the chief beneficiary of
the Warwick inheritance in the county of Warwick. He received most of the old
Beauchamp manors within the county as well as Warwick Castle and even received
a royal grant for all of the livestock of the late Earl Thomas Beauchamp in Warwick
and Leicester (C.P.R., r396-r399, 200, 217).
21 Given-Wilson,
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events proved, time was a luxury neither Richard nor his supporters
possessed.
Taking the number of Gild members Richard II appointed to various categories of royal commissions as a whole, it is difficult to determine whether he had any "policy'' in regards to utilizing Gild members
to aid him in the governance of the county. Although the Gild Hall
displayed Richard's White Hart livery, the king rarely visited Coventry
and he never joined the Gild. Nonetheless, between 1392 and 1395 the
king spread his good lordship widely on his general commissions to
Warwick, where 71 percent of the positions were filled with Gild
members. From 1395 until the end of his reign, as Richard's inner circle
assumed more important positions on royal commissions in Warwick,
the number of Gild members dropped significantly to only nine positions out of thirty-five, or 26 percent.
Henry IV's usurpation in 1399 brought a new king to the throne,
one who practiced a different style of governance from his cousin. 23
Henry, who had not been groomed for kingship, governed the kingdom much as a great noble-which he had been-might manage his
es_tates. He retained large numbers of knights and esquires across the
countryside, relying on already-established power structures to ensure
his influence in the counties. 24 Although Henry retained widely, his
knights and esquires were but a small minority of the political community in any county, 25 and the new king utilized local institutions
such as the Trinity Gild of Coventry to aid in county governance.
One measure of the Gild's importance to the king may be evidenced
by the numbers of prominent Lancastrians who entered the Gild,
such as Thomas Erpingham, John Searle, Thomas Langley, and
Thomas Arundel, archbishop of Canterbury. Although Henry was
23

McFarlane, "Lancastrian," 8: 263 . Alfred Brown expresses views similar to
Mcfarlane; see Brown, "Reign," 24. John Kirby expresses a slightly different view; see
Kirby, "Henry." See also my forthcoming article, "Sheriffs," which offers an analysis
of Henry's utilization of county offices for royal benefit.
24 For a discussion of Henry IV's retinue and affinity, see my Ph.D. dissertation,
Biggs, "Perceive."
25 Ibid. , 1.
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a Gild member, he was only one man and could not build as many
personal contacts as he could wish. By bringing Lancastrians into
the Gild, Henry blended a portion of the Lancastrian affinity into the
Warwickshire political community. This not only helped to create solidarity and common cause between Gild members and Lancastrians,
but also helped to form and found reciprocal personal relationships
between personal friends of the king and local folk which both could
turn to their advantage.
In addition to bringing prominent Lancastrians into the Trinity
Gild, both Henry IV and many of these prominent Lancastrians who
served him found themselves often in the environs of Coventry during the first half of the reign. Coventry was one of the towns that
opened its gates to Henry and lent him support in 1399. Great Council meetings assembled in Coventry in 140226 and again in 1403,27 and
the "unlearned" Parliament met there in the late autumn of 1404. 28
The city of Coventry also served as a base of operations for Henry's
military expeditions into Wales in 140029 and 1401. 30
Henry's reign falls neatly into two periods, between 1399 and
1406, and from 1406 to 1413. The first period is characterized by a vigorous king who often traveled to Coventry and who took an active
interest in the functioning of county government due to the infirmity
of Earl Thomas and the minority of Earl Richard. The second period

26 T hough

the Parliament Roll records six private petitions from this meeting, it
can hardly be called a Parliament, and its composition "must have differed very little
from the Great Council of the previous August" (W ylie, 1:251 n. 3).
27 R otuli Parliamentorum, iii, p. 483. As Wylie suggests, it seems unlikely that this
assembly was a Parliament; more probably it was a meeting of the Great Council similar to the 1402 meeting. But, the king did attend the meeting, and business concerning the rebellion in Wales seems to have dominated the discussion (Wylie, q85-86,
395, 4oo).
28 The sessions ran from 6 October to 14 November 1404.
29 C.P.R., IJ99-I40I, 357.
30 Wylie, 1:147. The Campaign was short, gloryless and accomplished little. In
fact, even contemporaries pejoratively dubbed it a promenade a' cheval. For the king's
itinerary, see W ylie, 4:287-302.
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is characterized by the decline of Henry's health and a new reliance
on Earl Richard and the rejuvenated Beauchamp affinity. 31
Through his membership in the Gild and his frequent visits to
Coventry in the first half of the reign, Henry IV not only took part in a
fraternal relationship but also acquired access to a group of trustworthy
and important local men whose administrative experience and local
connections he could utilize in royal service. During the first six years
of his reign, Henry significantly increased the number of Gild members appointed to royal commissions in comparison to the last years
of his cousin's reign (see tables r and 2). Although some of the local
Warwick gentry who served on royal commissions in Henry's reign
received their appointments by virtue of their royal or civic office,
most of these men were connected to the king only by a fraternal relationship in the Gild.
The strength of this fraternal relationship may be demonstrated in
military matters. The military exigencies of Henry's reign were different
from those of Richard's, and the need for men to garrison Welsh castles
and aid in the suppression of rebellion led Henry to issue five commissions of array to the county of Warwick in the first six years of his reign.
These commissions contained a total of twenty-nine positions, twentyone, or 72 percent, of which were held by Gild members. Eleven Gild
members filled these twenty-one positions. Seven served more than
once: one served four times, one served three, and five served twice.
The majority of those who served on these commissions were not
part of any magnate's retinue. The only exceptions, Guy Spine, 32 who

31

Carpenter, 347-98.
Spines had a long tradition of royal service. Guy's father William served
on numerous commissions in Warwickshire during the reign of Edward III. Guy continued the family tradition of royal service. He was knighted in 1388. In 1397 he served
as escheator of Warwick and Leicester. He was a member of the Warwick retinue,
but on the Earl Thomas's disenfranchisement after the second appeal of treason in
1397 he was made receiver general of Thomas Holland, duke of Surrey, who had
taken the earldom of Warwick to himself. After the usurpation Guy served as
escheator in 1399-1400 and on several commissions of array (Dugdale, 2:748-49). Guy
held one-half fee of the manor of Coughton of the earl of Warwick to the value of
roos yearly (C.LP.M., 173; Carpenter, 56, 80,313,318,337,339,365).
32 The
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served on two Warwick commissions of array, and Thomas Burdet, 33
whom Henry appointed to one commission, were members of the earl
of Warwick's retinue. Thomas Sayville (a king's serjeant-at-arms)
served on two commissions, and Roger Smart (a well-traveled and
important king's esquire) received appointment to one commission of
array. 34 The remaining six men, or 55 percent of the total, had only
membership in the Gild to connect them to the king.
In addition to mobilizing Trinity Gild members to aid in the
defense of the realm, Henry turned to them to fill his general commissions to Warwick. Between 1399 and 1406 Henry sent to Warwick
twelve general commissions which contained a total of fifty-eight
positions. Of these fifty-eight positions, thirty-one, or 54 percent,
were filled by members of the Trinity Gild of Coventry, a significant
rise of 28 percent over the last five years of Richard H's reign. Eighteen
men filled these thirty-one positions, with eight men serving on two

33

The Burdets do not appear to have been as important a family as the Spines.
Thomas was a member of the earl of Warwick's retinue by 1382 and served as a
Knight of the Shire in the Parliaments of 1394, r4or, and 1407. He was with the earl of
Warwick, who was retained by the king to guard Brecknock Castle against the Welsh
on 24 October 1403. In fact, his name was written down as a member of the garrison
in the king's own hand (Kirby, "Calendar," 53). He served as sheriff of Warwick and
Leicester in r4r5 and throughout the wars of Henry V (Dugdale, 2:847-49). For one
fee he held the manors of Seckington and Wilnecote of the earl of Warwick to the
value of £20 yearly (C.I.P.M., 171).
34
The Sayville family do not appear to have held any lands in Warwickshire
though their arms appear continually on various monuments throughout the county
(Dugdale, r:22, r68, 189, 474). Thomas was a well-traveled serjeant-at-arms and as
such was a man of some standing. At this point, however, it is impossible to say with
any certainty how important he was in county politics.
Roger Smart was an important king's esquire. Henry retained him by Letters
Patent on II November 1399 (C.P.R., r399-r4or, 72). He was on the king's expedition
to Scotland the following year and received £7 ros for supplying one man-at-arms and
thirteen archers (PRO. Eror/ 43/3 prov 65). He bore a letter under the signet from
Henry to Coventry on r5 June 1403 to inform the citizens of the Percy rebellion and
to hope that the king could count on their continued loyalty (Kirby, "Calendar," 190).
Later that year he served on a commission of array to take men to the north to deal
with the Earl Percy (C.P.R., r4or-r405, 285).
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or more commissions. Three of the men who served on two or more
commissions received appointments by virtue of their office as mayor
of Coventry. Two others, Thomas Burdet and Guy Spine, were members of the Beauchamp retinue; and Thomas Sayville, the seemingly
ubiquitous king's serjeant-at-arms, possessed direct ties to court. The
remaining twelve Gild members who served possessed no connection
with the king other than membership in the Trinity Gild.
Another good measure of how much Henry relied on Gild members in this early period may be gauged through an analysis of the
commission to ensure good governance which went to the counties in
1402. 35 This extremely important commission resulted from growing
rumors, carried abroad by various mendicant brothers, that proclaimed that Richard of Bordeaux was still alive and plotting a return
to power. Henry's reaction to these rumors was to issue an extraordinary commission to every county and charge the commissioners with
proclaiming his promise to maintain good governance. Perhaps not
too surprisingly, large numbers of Lancastrian knights and esquires
were named to this kingdom-wide commission, and the commissioners
sent to Warwick were no exception. Clearly, only the most trustworthy
and loyal members of the county community would have received
appointment to such a sensitive commission, and the presence of commissioners at the reading of the proclamation at churches and marketcrosses would have firmly identified these men with the Lancastrian
cause. On this commission five of the seven Warwickshire gentry who
helped to proclaim good Lancastrian governance were members of the
Trinity Gild, including such prominent gentry as Thomas Purfray and
William Astley.
Although Henry made much use of Gild members to fill his
commissions of array as well as his general commissions to Warwick, troubles over royal finance were perhaps the most pressing problem facing him. Despite substantial loans from wealthy
London merchants, peers of the realm, and members of Henry's
retinue, by 1406 only air and dust seemed to be left in the royal
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treasury. 36 In an attempt to alleviate some of these financial difficulties,
on 28 July 1406 Henry ordered commissions to each county to borrow
money "from the good and honest men of the realm." The importance
of these commissions is evident not only in that peers headed them,
but also by the number of royal retainers who received appointments to
serve. The Lancastrians on the Warwick commission to borrow money
included Earl Richard, Sir Thomas Rempston, Thomas Mawardyn,
and Thomas Sayville, all of whom, aside from Rempston, also happened to be Gild members. Rather than rely exclusively on members of
his retinue to comprise the commission to borrow money, Henry
looked to Gild members in making up the balance of this commission.
Thomas Burdet, Thomas Crew, William Palmer, and Thomas Purfray
were all Warwick men without any royalist connections other than the
Trinity Gild.
By 1406 Henry had established a pattern of utilizing Gild members to aid him in the governance of Warwick. No doubt, part of the
reason for his reliance on Gild members resulted from his "hands-on''
approach to government and his attention to detail. However, the fact
that the earldom of Warwick was in the hands of, first, the aged and
ill Earl Thomas and then the young Earl Richard quite possibly influenced Henry's strategy of appointment. After 1406 these patterns
of government would change. Deteriorating health 37 forced Henry to

36

The anonymous author of the MS Digby I02 saw many financial problems
besetting Henry: the debasing of the coinage, the use of false weights and measures,
the perversion of justice, and the failure of churchmen to perform their duties. Even a
king's clerk like Thomas Hoccleve had to ask the treasurer for wages due to him in
1406. The situation had not improved much by 14n for, as Hoccleve noted, "paiement
is hard to gete adayes" (Scattergood, n6, 123).
37 Henry's health has been a source of much debate. According to Thomas Gascoigne, author of the Loci e Libra Veritatum, Henry's first bout with illness occurred at
the moment Archbishop Scrope's head fell to the executioner's axe in June 1405.
Henry was on the road from York to Ripon when he suddenly fell ill. In the night "a
horrible fear" haunted his dreams, and the king awoke from his nightmare screaming,
"Traitors! Traitors! You have thrown fire over me!" Although Henry was quieted with
the aid of strong wine, this was the first of a series of attacks that left the king incapacitated for days and even weeks at a time (see Gascoigne, 228) .
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withdraw from some of the daily functions of government, and after
a severe attack in 1408, the king virtually ceased to govern until 1411,
and only barely governed thereafter.38
By 1406 many of the great military challenges of Henry's reign
had been met, and the king sent no further commissions of array to
Warwick. Although royal calls for military service no longer affected
the Warwick political community, extraordinary situations that required royal attention were a continuing concern, and eight general commissions to the county received the great seal. These general
commissions contained a total of twenty-six members, twelve positions of which were held by Gild members. Eight men :filled these
twelve positions, with three of them serving twice. Though such a
drop in the membership on general commissions is not significant,
it is somewhat puzzling. Perhaps the reason for this decline in all
categories of royal commissions centers on the generally peaceful
domestic situation after 1406. Possibly because of this factor, only two
general commissions were sent to Warwickshire from 1407 to 1409.
Both of these, which were commissions against Lollardy, included the
"mayor and bailiffs of Coventry" but mentioned no Gild members by
nime. 39
For nearly two years between January 1410 and December ~411,
Prince Henry dominated the Council and the government due to his
father's illness. Under his leadership the crown sent two commissions
to the county of Warwick. The prince, a Gild member like his father,
utilized fellow members of the Trinity Gild to serve on his general
commissions to Warwick, much as Henry IV had done in the :first half

38

Even between periods of serious illness, Henry was still not healthy. One
telling benchmark of his health is the king's lack of military activity in the last seven
years of his reign. Though necessity never dictated that Henry lead his army against
the Welsh or French, the king assembled an army to do so on no less than four
separate occasions between 1406 and the winter of 1408 with the intent of personally
leading them.
39
The first commission was sent on 28 April 1407, the second on 20 January 1408
(C.P.R., I405-I409, 352, 476).
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categories of royal commissions to Warwick in Henry's reign were
filled by thirty-one men. Out of this number, fifteen served only once,
six served twice, six served three times. Only two Gild members
served on four occasions and three served on five commissions.
These numbers of Gild members on commissions between 1399
and 1413 stand in marked contrast to Richard's limited use of Gild
members on these three categories of commission between 1392 and
1399. During the last eight years of Richard's reign the fifty-two positions filled by Gild members on various types of royal commissions
were occupied by only seventeen men. Out of this number, only eight
men served once, eight served twice, and one served on three commissions. Clearly, Henry IV widely disbursed his good lordship across
a wide selection of the Warwickshire political community. In so
doing, Henry forged a common bond and common cause with a large
number of county elites, which greatly aided him in controlling the
body of his kingdom.
In the twelve and one-half years of his reign, Henry made significant use of his fraternal brothers in the Trinity Gild of Coventry to
aid him in the governance of the county. His use of these members of
his royal affinity far exceeded Richard II's. Henry's close relationship
to the Trinity Gild may, perhaps, best be seen in the number of Gild
members whose only tie to the crown was membership in the Trinity
Gild. Out of the Gild members who served on either commissions of
array, general commissions, or commissions to borrow money for the
king, only 31 percent could trace their appointment to civic office
or their membership in the Beauchamp retinue. Thus, 69 percent of
the Gild members who sat on these commissions had no connection
to the crown other than their fraternal bond in the Trinity Gild.
When both Richard II and Henry IV relied on the county gentry to
perform royal service on commissions to Warwick, relations between
crown and county were good and governance efficient. By utilizing Gild
members on these various categories of royal commissions, the king
took advantage of an existing network of political power and displayed a
willingness to work with the county elites, rather than dictate the royal
will to them. The Trinity Gild of Coventry offered the king a host of

Douglas Biggs

III

personal contacts through which he could, and did, play to the interests
of Warwick county elite, who in turn served the king and his interests.
Although one of the most important functions of any Gild included prayers both in life and in death, the large numbers of Gild
members whom Henry IV called on for royal service demonstrate that
the king sought and received more from the Gild than merely prayers
for his soul. The members of the Warwickshire gentry who served on
these commissions saw to the stability of the Lancastrian establishment
in its early years and contributed much to the success of Henry IV.
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